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THE DOG IN THE RAIN

By evening, Portmore had disappeared beneath the rain. It came hard across the low roofs and narrow lanes, rattling zinc, drowning drains, turning the dust beside the road into brown water that carried leaves, bottle caps, and one lonely mango skin past Mama Elizabeth’s gate. Across the sea, Kingston flickered under clouds the colour of bruised iron, its lights trembling whenever lightning walked over the harbour. Reggae drifted faintly from somewhere further down the road before static swallowed half the song. A generator coughed into life nearby. Somebody upstairs shouted for a child to stop running through the hallway before the child broke their neck and the landlord’s patience at the same time. Dominoes cracked loudly beneath a neighbour’s veranda between bursts of thunder while a taxi splashed through the flooded road with music loud enough to shake window glass. Portmore never truly went quiet during storms. It simply pulled closer together beneath them.

Rivvon stood on a wooden chair inside the front room, both hands pressed against the shutter while Mama Elizabeth fastened the latch below her. The wind pushed back as if the storm had fingers. It found every gap in the house, whistling through cracks, lifting the edge of the tablecloth, making the flame in the small oil lamp bend and recover. Rivvon liked storms when they stayed outside. She liked the way the world became smaller, the way a house could feel like a boat, and every person inside it had to remember that they belonged to each other. This storm did not feel like that. This one seemed to have crossed the water carrying something from Kingston with it, something tired and restless that had not found anywhere to sleep.

“Push, child,” Mama Elizabeth said, though she was already pushing harder than Rivvon. “Unless you planning to let the whole Caribbean come in and sit down with us.” Rivvon pressed her shoulder against the wood and shoved with all the strength in her small body. The shutter finally slammed shut under the pressure. Mama Elizabeth hooked the latch and stepped back with a satisfied breath, her headscarf tilted, her apron damp at the front, her face carrying the kind of seriousness she saved for storms, unpaid bills, and chickens that had learned too much about freedom. In the kitchen, something hissed on the stove. The smell of peas, thyme, fried dumplings, and simmering gravy held the house together better than any nail. Rivvon climbed down carefully from the chair, nearly slipping on the floor before catching herself against the wall. Mama Elizabeth raised one eyebrow immediately. “Graceful.” Rivvon straightened quickly. “I meant to do that.” “Excellent. Next time mean to break your neck somewhere softer.”

The power cut just as thunder rolled over the sea. The house dropped into darkness, then returned in pieces around the oil lamp. Shadows climbed the walls. Rain hammered the roof. Somewhere nearby, a woman shouted for someone to bring in the washing, and someone else shouted back that the washing had already surrendered itself to God and there was no point fighting heaven now. Rivvon laughed before she could stop herself. Mama Elizabeth’s mouth twitched, though she refused to let the storm witness actual happiness. She moved through the room with practised calm, setting a second lamp near the window and checking the door bolt twice. Rivvon knew better than to interrupt when Mama Elizabeth counted danger. She counted everything that might matter. Candles. Food. Water. Medicine. Children. Rivvon had always noticed children came before adults in Mama Elizabeth’s counting, though Mama Elizabeth had never admitted it aloud.

Then came a sound beneath the rain. Not loud. A scrape. A low breath. A wet thud against the front step. Mama Elizabeth stopped moving immediately. Rivvon turned towards the door while the sound came again, patient and deliberate beneath the storm. Not barking. Not whining. Waiting. “Leave it,” Mama Elizabeth said quietly. Her voice had changed in a way Rivvon did not like. “It might be Mr Campbell’s goat,” Rivvon offered weakly, though she already knew it was not. “If that goat start knocking doors, I am moving parish.” Mama Elizabeth tried to make the moment ordinary, but her eyes never left the wood. Rivvon crossed the room before she could be stopped and lifted the curtain slightly from the narrow gap beside the shutter. Rain filled the world outside in silver sheets. For a moment she saw nothing but water and darkness. Then the shape separated itself slowly from the storm.

A black dog stood on the step. Soaked through. Ribs visible beneath matted fur. One ear torn. One front leg held carefully above the ground. A pale scar cut from its brow to the corner of one eye. The dog looked towards the house, not begging, not afraid, simply waiting with a patience that made Rivvon’s chest ache unexpectedly. Mama Elizabeth came beside her and saw it. For one breath she looked older than Rivvon had ever seen her. Not frightened exactly. Recognition could feel worse than fear sometimes. Fear asked questions. Recognition already carried answers. “That dog been through war,” Rivvon whispered. The dog’s eyes shifted towards her through the rain. They were dark, but not empty. Rivvon had seen stray dogs before. Portmore had hundreds of them. Quick teeth. Quicker feet. Hunger wrapped in fur. This dog looked hungry too, but hunger was not the first thing inside it. There was attention there. Understanding. Something that made the room feel watched from both sides of the door.

Mama Elizabeth touched Rivvon’s shoulder lightly. “Do not open that door.” Rivvon did not move. “It hurts.” “Many things are hurt.” “Then many things need help.” Mama Elizabeth closed her eyes briefly, like someone negotiating with heaven and receiving poor customer service. “You sound like trouble wearing plaits.” Rivvon unlocked the door before courage could disappear properly. Rain rushed into the house immediately, cold against her ankles. The dog did not step forward. It looked at Mama Elizabeth first, then gave one short huff that sounded deeply unimpressed by her authority. Mama Elizabeth folded her arms. “Rude.” Rivvon crouched carefully near the threshold. For one awkward second she wondered if the dog smelled horrible and immediately felt guilty for thinking it. “Come in,” she said softly. “Only until the rain stops.”

The dog looked at her for a long moment. Then it crossed the threshold. Water dripped from its belly onto the floorboards while muddy pawprints spread behind it. Mama Elizabeth stared at the floor like the mud had insulted her personally. “You mopping that.” “Yes, Mama.” “And washing whatever cloth it touches.” “Yes, Mama.” “And if it have fleas, I am sending both of you to your auntie.” Rivvon smiled slightly. “Auntie has better biscuits.” Mama Elizabeth pointed sharply at her. “Careful.” The dog ignored the argument entirely and moved slowly through the room, studying the house with unsettling patience. Rivvon fetched water first. The dog drank carefully without taking its eyes from her for long. Mama Elizabeth placed scraps of cooked chicken onto a saucer using the edge of her slipper. The dog looked at the meat, looked at Mama Elizabeth, then turned away with visible judgement. Rivvon bit the inside of her cheek to stop laughing. “Well, excuse me, Your Majesty,” Mama Elizabeth muttered. “Next time I ask the butcher to prepare a menu.”

Rivvon carried one fried dumpling carefully from the kitchen plate. “You cannot have this,” she whispered to the dog, which immediately removed the larger half from her fingers with perfect gentleness before she finished speaking. Rivvon gasped. Mama Elizabeth turned at exactly the wrong moment and watched the dog swallow with solemn dignity. “Amazing,” she said flatly. “Cannot eat meat. But willing to thief dumpling.” The dog sneezed once. Rivvon laughed so suddenly she nearly dropped the rest of the food. Even Mama Elizabeth lost the battle with her own smile for half a second before catching it quickly and hiding it somewhere safer.

Later, after the floor had been cleaned, the cloth washed, the lamps trimmed, and the storm deepened over Portmore until the whole house seemed to breathe with it, Rivvon sat cross-legged on the floor watching the dog sleep badly on an old towel near the back door. Sometimes its paws twitched as though running through places no animal should remember. Sometimes its lip lifted slightly during thunder. Mama Elizabeth stood near the kitchen doorway with folded arms, her eyes fixed on the scar above the dog’s eye. “What is it?” Rivvon asked quietly. Rain filled the silence for a while before Mama Elizabeth finally answered. “Some creatures find people. Some people find creatures. And sometimes grief finds both and ties them together before either understands the knot.” Rivvon looked back towards the dog. “That one of your warnings?” “All wisdom sounds like a warning when people stubborn.” The dog opened one eye briefly. Rivvon felt, impossibly, that it had understood every word.

Mama Elizabeth finally forced Rivvon towards bed long after the storm swallowed midnight. Rivvon lay beneath a thin sheet, listening to rainwater rush from the roof into the barrel outside, listening to reggae return faintly somewhere down the road after the power flickered back briefly, listening to Mama Elizabeth muttering at the stove while checking locks one final time. Sleep came slowly. She dreamed of dark water and golden eyes watching from the far side of the harbour. Near dawn, something woke her gently. The room sat grey beneath the weak morning light. The black dog was beside her bed. So still it almost looked carved from shadow, except for the pale scar and the quiet shine in its eyes. Rivvon did not scream. The dog leaned forward and pressed its damp nose softly against her hand. Its fur smelled of rain, salt, smoke, and somewhere impossibly far away. Rivvon blinked once, heavy with sleep. When she opened her eyes again, the dog was gone. On the floor beside her bed, drying slowly in the first weak light of morning, were three muddy pawprints shaped almost like tiny vevés.
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ELIAS BY THE WATER

The storm passed through Portmore like an old argument that refused to end properly. By morning the rain had weakened into a cold drizzle clinging to roofs, fences, and telephone wires, leaving the district washed grey beneath low clouds. Water still filled the roads in shallow brown rivers. Plastic bottles drifted beside broken kerbs. Somewhere nearby, reggae played softly through a crackling radio while a woman shouted at somebody to stop kicking a football against her gate before she personally introduced the ball to Jesus. Rivvon stepped carefully around puddles outside Mama Elizabeth’s house, her slippers making wet sounds against the road. The black dog stood ahead beneath a leaning streetlight, watching silently. It had appeared again after sunrise without barking or scratching. It simply waited. Rivvon had eaten half her breakfast while staring at it through the window, and the dog had stared back with the patience of something that already knew she would follow. Mama Elizabeth noticed immediately. “If that creature asks you for bus fare next, I am moving country,” she said while hanging wet washing beneath the veranda. Rivvon smiled despite herself. “Maybe it has somewhere important to go.” Mama Elizabeth snorted. “The only thing that dog has is audacity.”

The dog began walking before Rivvon could answer. She followed it down narrow lanes where floodwater reflected the cloudy sky in broken pieces, and passing taxis hissed through puddles with impatient horns. Portmore smelled different after the rain. Salt drifted inland from the sea. Damp concrete held the night within it. The wind carried frying dumplings from a roadside shop, diesel from idling minibuses, wet earth from small yards, and the faint sharp smell of fish coming from the shoreline. Rivvon passed unfinished apartment blocks standing beside older houses patched together with zinc and sun faded paint. Laundry hung between balconies despite the weather. Children splashed barefoot through puddles while exhausted parents shouted warnings nobody respected until somebody fell. In the distance, Kingston sat across the water beneath heavy clouds, its buildings blurred through mist and morning haze. Even from here the city felt restless. Kingston looked alive in a way that made Rivvon sad sometimes, like a person smiling too loudly because silence frightened them. The dog moved steadily ahead, limping each time its front paw touched the ground. Careful. Controlled. Practised.

The roads narrowed towards the shoreline, where the fishing docks stretched crookedly into dark water. Here, Portmore changed again. The air thickened with fish guts, salt, wet rope, diesel fumes, and rust. Iceboxes sat stacked beneath patched tarpaulins, their lids stained from years of catch and weather. Gulls quarrelled over scraps near a drain while sea flies gathered in trembling clouds above buckets nobody had rinsed properly. Fishermen stood beneath a corrugated awning arguing about prices, politics, weather, and whose cousin owed money to somebody else’s uncle. One man claimed the fish had gone clever since the storm. Another said fish had always been clever and only fishermen remained foolish enough to chase them. Rivvon kept close to the black dog as it led her past blue plastic crates, cracked floats, coiled rope, and boats knocking gently against tyres tied to the dock as bumpers. The place felt alive in a rough, tired way. Everything smelled used. Everything had survived something.

The dog stopped beside a rusted fence and stared towards a solitary figure sitting on an overturned crate near the far end of the dock. Elias. Rivvon recognised him immediately because people spoke about him constantly. Adults lowered their voices when mentioning his name, and children built him into bigger stories after sunset. According to the district, Elias fought men in bars, drank too much rum, hated visitors, shouted at fishermen, threatened boys who stole from traps, and once chased somebody down the road carrying a machete while wearing only one shoe. Rivvon had also heard he never smiled, never attended church, and smelled permanently of seaweed. The strange thing was that nobody ever explained why they kept watching him. Rivvon understood part of the answer the moment she saw him. Lonely people became stories before they became invisible.

Elias sat with one boot resting on the crate and a cigarette tucked behind one ear, though it had clearly gone out long ago. His beard carried streaks of grey salt through black curls. A pale scar ran from the corner of his eye towards his cheekbone, disappearing into rough skin weathered by years beside the sea. One knee stayed stiff when he shifted, forcing him to move with the same careful limp as the dog beside Rivvon. He noticed her at once. His expression tightened. “You lost?” Rivvon shook her head. “No.” “Shame. Lost children easier to send away.” Rivvon glanced at the dog. “I was following him.” Elias looked at the animal, then back at her with open disgust. “Then your judgement worse than your sense of direction.” He reached beside the crate for a small bucket filled with fish scraps and tossed pieces towards the waterline without looking. Stray cats emerged from beneath the boards. Thin birds hopped closer. Even a small, one-eyed dog appeared beside an icebox. Elias threw another handful and muttered, “Come then, you ungrateful little criminals.”

Rivvon watched the animals gather around him. “I thought you hated animals.” Elias barked a laugh with no joy in it. “I do.” One cat rubbed against his boots. He scratched its head automatically, then stopped when he realised Rivvon had seen. “That one owes me money.” “How does a cat owe you money?” “Bad investments.” Rivvon almost smiled. Elias’s eyes sharpened at once. “Do not stand there looking like you discovered something. Children always think they discover things. Adults already know. We just tired of discussing them.” The words struck harder than Rivvon expected. For one moment she considered leaving. There were easier people to care about. Kinder people. People who did not turn every sentence into barbed wire. She shifted her weight back from the dock edge, ready to follow the dog away from him. Elias saw the movement and looked back towards the water as if he had not noticed or did not care. The black dog remained beside the rusted fence, waiting.

The dog approached Elias slowly. Elias stiffened, but only for a breath before covering it with a scowl. The similarities between them became impossible to ignore now that they stood near each other. Same scar. Same limp. Same suspicious eyes. Same exhausted stillness. Even the way they watched the world felt alike, cautious and distant, as if both expected disappointment before kindness. The dog sat beside Elias without touching him. Elias stared at the sea for a long moment before tossing a fish scrap towards it. “You again,” he grumbled. “Ugly enough to frighten the weather.” The dog caught the scrap easily. Elias pointed at it. “Do not start liking me either. I have enough problems.” Rivvon laughed before she could stop herself. Elias turned sharply. “You find something funny?” “You talk to animals like people.” “People worse listeners.” He tossed another scrap. “At least animals honest about wanting food.”

The drizzle thickened while the boats knocked softly against the tyres. Rivvon sat near a stack of lobster traps, not too close to Elias, watching him work through the bucket while insulting every creature that approached him. The cats lacked ambition. The gulls were thieves wearing wings. The one-eyed dog had the face of a tax collector
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